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Summary: 





Five years after the events of the Grave Eclipse, Karis pays a 
visit to the queen of Morgal. 


Us, Again 
Sveta had changed. 


Belinsk was the same city Karis had explored half a decade 
ago, its walls imposing and spires beautiful, the brickwork 
and facades of its buildings true works of art. There were 
even musicians playing in the square; she recognized Vande 
alongside new members. 


The similarity had comforted her, a comfort she certainly 
needed. The whole trip she had grown more and more 
apprehensive, anticipating this encounter. Ivan had asked 
her repeatedly what was wrong, but she did not tell him. She 
had never told her father, or anyone, about the abbreviated 
relationship she had shared with the then-princess, now- 
queen of Morgal. 


But Sveta was not the same girl Karis and her companions 
had met then. 


Perhaps beastmen matured more slowly, or her proximity to 
the Apollo Lens had had an effect, but she was tall, would 
have surely stood head and shoulders over Tyrell. Her hair, 
still long, was tied back in a single plait rather than the pair 
she’d favored before. 


But more than that, she looked...old. Tired. She wasn’t even 
twenty-five, but to Karis’s eyes she could have passed for 
thirty. 


“Your Majesty, thank you for allowing us entry to the city, 
and an audience,” Ivan said at once, impeccably polite. He 
bowed, and Karis did the same after a brief hesitation. It felt 
odd. 


“It is nothing,” Sveta said. Her eyes were fixed on Karis. 
“What would you ask of me?” 


She sounded different, too. The voice that had once been 
youthful and open and full of emotion was flatter, more 
guarded. 


Karis disliked these formalities. She wanted to run forward 
and hug Sveta, to go somewhere where they could talk, to 
hear exactly what had transpired since they had parted. She 
wanted to be aboard the old ship again, lying on the deck in 
the sun and swapping stories of their childhood. 


They had all been so close back then, and now they were 
strangers. Karis hated that. They had written letters at first, 
but then responses became less and less frequent. She and 
Matthew and Tyrell were largely left to wonder about their 
erstwhile companions. 


“If possible, could we be permitted entry to Luna Tower? And 
then there is the matter of Mountain Roc feathers.” Ivan 
smiled apologetically, but the crease between Sveta’s 
eyebrows only deepened. The Queen looked between the 
two of them for a long moment. Karis tried to catch her eye, 
to silently say...something. 


“My councilors would be well-positioned to discuss that with 
you,” Sveta said abruptly, and turned away. Karis’s heart 
dropped, but then— “I would like to speak to Karis alone.” 


Ivan looked sideways at her, raising his eyebrows, but Karis 
had no glances to spare for her father. She was already 
nodding, and trying not to smile too broadly. 


“We can’t go back to how things were, Karis,” was the first 
thing Sveta said when they were alone in the throne room. 


She was facing away from Karis, looking up at the wall 
behind the throne. There was a tapestry hanging there that 
depicted the events of five years prior: Volechek, the Apollo 
Lens, Belinsk bathed in light. Sveta, tall though she was 
now, looked tiny in front of it. 


“What do you mean?” Karis asked, feeling dumb for having 
to ask. 


Sveta looked over her shoulder. 


“I know you would like to, and so would |. But we are 
different people now, under different circumstances. | am...| 
am Queen.” 


It took Karis a few more seconds of bemusement before 
realization crashed humiliatingly down on her. Of course, 
Sveta could read minds, and she had probably been aware 
of every stupid thought and desire that had gone through 
Karis’s since the moment she’d entered the throne room. 


“We might be different,” she said, stepping forward, “but 
we're still friends, aren’t we?” 


Sveta hesitated, and it hurt. 


“I’m not sure you would like the person | am now, Karis,” she 
said, turning completely at last but dropping her gaze from 
Karis’s face to the floor. 


Karis could not stop herself from closing the distance 
between them. She reached out for Sveta’s hand without 
allowing herself to think about it, and then held it between 
both of hers. 


Sveta’s hand was warm and dry, skin and calluses and bone. 
She did not pull away. 


“Tell me,” Karis urged. 


Sveta sighed. “We are at war. We already were, but the 
Eclipse...Bilibin is eager to invade. Sana is strengthening its 
navy. We cannot stop fighting. | cannot stop.” 


Her expression grew upset, her voice rising. “I did not want 
to understand my brother and what he did, but now—if they 
invade—they think of us as animals, as worse than animals. 
In Border Town they—” 


She cut herself off, but her eyes moved back and forth as if 
reliving the memories. Karis found herself both morbidly 
curious and glad she couldn’t read minds. 


“I will protect my people,” Sveta finishes. “I must. Morgal 
Shall survive.” 


Karis didn’t know what to say. She stroked Sveta’s hand 
mindlessly. She thought of sleeping curled up beside her, of 
when Sveta had transformed at night when they were 
traversing the frozen tundra of the north. She had been so 
warm. 


Of kissing her, and finding it intoxicating, and then 
reprimanding herself for engaging in such frivolities when 
they had a world to save. 


“Sveta,” Karis said softly, “why do you think | wouldn’t like 
that?” 


Sveta shakes her head, a jerky motion. She still won’t meet 
Karis’s eyes. 


“| don’t know what the past years have been like for you. | 
don’t know what you’ve had to do. But I’m here now, and | 
can be here for you. | want to be here for you.” 


Sveta was stronger than she had been, Karis learned, as she 
was swept into a crushing hug. She couldn’t breathe, but it 
didn’t matter when her head was pressed into Sveta’s 
shoulder and they were embracing as she’d dreamed. 


“Thank you,” Sveta rasped. 
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